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ELIOT - A MODERN POET IN USING MYTH 


T.S. Eliot is a great modernist poet due to his modern themes and poetic style. 
All modern features appear in his works especially he shows his modern 
orientations in ‘The Waste Land’. Myth is a new addition in his various 
literary devices such as metaphor, imagery and symbol. It comprises time and 
place, by connecting the past cultural traditions, present values, and future hope 
in a chain by being universal and complex predispositions inherited by human 
beings because it provides more suggestiveness and expansion of meaning by 
little words. 

A set of echoing meaning is revealed, that achieves its effectiveness by 
‘striking some very deep chord’ in man’s nature. It’s a part of the 
unconscious psyche of man which projects itself into the conscious by mean 
of ‘MOTIFS’. It’s deep and immediate, provides dramatic and universal 
human reaction because myth is always philosophical, and explores the mind, 
character, hopes, joys, sorrows and aspirations, all the elements related to 
human nature; that’s why it brings before us the fundamental realities of man’s 
life. 

In the poem The Waste Land, Eliot has used myths profusely in order to bring 
order in man’s life because Myth is a dramatic vision of life, and we never 
cease making myths, accepting myths, believing in myths; even in our 
positivistic age, we see life dramatically through the myths offered us by 
Hollywood, by the commercial advertisements, by the detective story, by local 
politics, by international diplomacy, and even by religion. Myth doesn’t offer 
an intellectual system. What’s offered is the dramatization of powers that are 
assumed to have UNIVERSAL AUTHORITY over the actions of men. 
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Eliot always concerns with order - order in man’s life, order in the theme, 
content, and poem’s style. Poetry expresses the complex sensibility of the 
modern society, where order has broken down and contradiction abound in 
every sphere of life, it’s necessary to re-mould the language by all possible 
means, by organizing diverse experience and object into an ARTISTIC 
WHOLE. So mythological technique suited the modem temper. It can be 
modelled upon the musical compositions with recurrent ‘motifs’, involving no 
direct statement to any definite view, but a free manipulation of various point 
of view. 

Eliot mentions Frazer’s The Golden Bough and Miss Weston’s from Ritual 
to Romance. The backdrop myth is of Grail legend, the hero of virgin purity, 
during his quest of the Holy Grail reaches the kingdom of the Fisher King, 
who has become impotent under the curse arising from violation of sanctity of 
sex and surrender to lust. This impotency shows though his infertile and barren 
land. But there’s a hope of rebirth in the belief that someday the kingdom will 
be visited by a knight of holy purity, who visits the Grail temple known as the 
Chapel perilous, provides the answers of demanded question, perform some 
specific rituals to restore the king and land’s health. 

This mythical wasteland is stand for the modern world of spiritual 
barrenness. But Eliot has widened its scope by combining with it the classical 
waste land of King Oedipus and the barren land of the Christian Bible. The 
classical association is symbolized by Tiresias, the blind prophet of Thebes, 
“the old man with wrinkled female breast”, who is introduced as protagonist 
of the poem. He stands for the human consciousness, connecting the present 
with the past and his vision, which is the substance of the poem, is a series of 
flashback and forward, like those in a film. 

Human consciousness realizes the grim intensity of the human suffering, the 
universal and timeless tragic situation of man and the scene is London or any 
capital in Europe or any place, anywhere, in any period of history. Thus, the 
modern sterility, like spiritual sterility in all ages, is the result of the denial of 
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God. Through this method Eliot makes us think not only of the PASTNESS 
of the past but also of its presence. 

Buddha and Augustine talk about ‘burning in flame’ and which the poet 
emphasizes in 3 rd part, ‘the Fire Sermon’. Again, the human search for life 
principles is presented as a journey and in 5 th part, three parallel journeys are 
interwoven; the mythical journey to Chapel Perilous which ended in a ‘gust of 
moist wind bringing rain’; the biblical journey to Emmaus which brought 
about the ‘revelation of Christ’; and lastly, the aimless wandering of the 
modern uprooted humanity, ‘the hooded horde, ringed by flat horizon only’. 
And a thirst for a life-giving water which seems suddenly to have failed. 

The poem also shows the nature of the modem godless society - “a heap of 
broken images”. The poem centers round the basic theme of spiritual death 
and re-birth, so that drought and rain are its basic symbols. Then, there is the 
image of sterile heat or burning, which glances at the sun, beating on the rocks; 
the crowds of London like the lost souls in Dante’s Limbo; the whole world 
burning in lust and desire in The Fire Sermon. 

There is the message of deliverance, coming at the end, from the voice of 
Prajapati speaking in thunder - Give, sympathies, control. It is a remedy 
discovered by human wisdom in the past and therefore, valid for the present 
and future also. Through the fragments of images, symbols, allusions from 
different languages and cultures, Eliot addresses the whole race of humanity 
because Great economy is affected. All these images have been properly 
associated and blended in the totality of the poet’s creative experience. 
Diversity has totally been transmuted into unity - with “objective correlative” 
which Eliot likes to have in every literary piece. 

Eliot has used both Pagan and Christian myths, from Egypt, he borrowed of 
the fertility ritual myth, from India Dipsikha Bhagwat of the God of vegetation 
stocked with grains as his body was buried underground. When the grains 
sprouted it was said that God was re-bom. The Christian myth is about 
sinfulness of man and suffering of Christ for man's sin and resurrection. In this 
context Mathieson says, "There is a basic resemblance between the 
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vegetation myths of the rebirth of the potency of man, Christian story of 
the resurrection and the grail legend of purification”. 

The imagery of smell is found, the stale smell of beer, paper roses, and smells 
of dust, “the strange synthetic perfumes” of a woman whom “nerves are 
bad tonight”- convey sexual anxiety. “The corpse planted in the garden” - 
The Burial of the dead “The River tent is broken” - The Fire Sermon, “Limp 
leaves and singing grass - What the thunder sunken Ganga”, birds’ songs all 
are presented phonetically. 

In short, Eliot presents modern life as a waste land. And modem man is facing 
various psychological, social, environmental and many other problems due to 
rapid urbanization and industrialization. Modem man has become a 
HOLLOW MAN, but still there’s a ray of hope for him in the form of such 
myths, where all suffering will be solved at last and the whole world will 
become UTOPIAN LAND when some mysterious Knights come to help us, 
they’ll restore humanity from its plights. So, Eliot Waste Land contributed a 
lot in securing his position as a MODERN POET. 



